Concrete Revolution: Large Dams, Cold War Geopolitics, and the US Bureau of Reclamation
Christopher Sneddon university of cHicago Press (2015) In this stellar history, geographer Christopher Sneddon traces the twentieth-century boom that saw 50,000 big dams built worldwide. The US Bureau of Reclamation presided, from the Great Depression megaproject Hoover Dam to the cold-war export of bureau engineers to more than 100 countries. Yet by 1969, assistant commissioner Gilbert Stamm saw that doing "marvellous things with materials" does not necessarily meet human needs. Societies and rivers, Sneddon shows, make for a complex confluence.
Spooky Action at a Distance
George Musser scientific aMerican/farrar, straus and giroux (2015) Does space exist? The quantum phenomenon of non-locality, in which two particles can be correlated even when far apart, begs that question. In this polished study of the concept that Albert Einstein dubbed "spooky action at a distance", science writer George Musser tours the entangled research, history and philosophical speculation surrounding it. He examines the heated debates (such as the recent wrangle between the string and twistor communities), the theories of physicists such as laser pioneer Enrique Galvez and more, proving that this is one of the most engrossing disputes in science.
and coined the first of the snazzy acronyms: VAMP, a brew of vincristine, amethopterin, 6-mercaptopurine and prednisone. In 1972, DeVita, Frei and Freireich were among the recipients of the Albert Lasker Clinical Medical Research Award for their work.
They did not have an easy time of it. DeVita paints a depressing picture of internecine strife in oncology, fuelled by a preoccupation with status and status quo at the expense of innovation. Be warned: this is a very personal tale of political manoeuvring, with a large cast of heroes and anti-heroes. I recommend noting down the names as you go.
DeVita became director of the NCI in 1980. He had the thankless task of replacing a graceand-favour establishment with something approaching a meritocracy -guaranteed to elicit some lifelong enmity. He also presided over the maturation of combination chemotherapy from an empirical mix of poisons into a modern, evidence-based process, undoubtedly saving millions of lives.
Yet here, as with the section on Lee (and for much the same reason), DeVita's narrative occasionally raised my hackles. The 1960s and 1970s were complex and difficult: a dearth of cancer drugs, mechanisms and vision was seasoned with vested interests and institutional insecurity. But DeVita describes a world where influential doctors used their power to demand favours of each other and their underlings -a system in which he participated. This is not a reassuring depiction of medical practice. Of course, it is impossible not to admire the passion, optimism and dedication that course through this book, and I applaud every success among patients for whom DeVita cared personally. But we must never forget that the best cancer therapies need to be made available to everyone, at a cost that patients and society can afford.
The war on cancer is often compared unfavourably to another great US science initiative, the Apollo lunar programme. This is unfair. Both required almost superhuman ingenuity and effort, but landing a man on the Moon was principally a problem of engineering and organization. By contrast, despite 45 years of insight into the molecular processes of cancers, we still do not really know how therapies exploit cancers' vulnerabilities, or even why such vulnerabilities exist. Every day, we use targeted drugs to block mutations that drive cancer cells but, remarkably, we still fail to understand why that kills them. It is ironic, then, that former US president John F. Kennedy's prophetic words about the Moon mission best describe our enduring struggle against cancer: "The greater our knowledge increases, the greater our ignorance unfolds. 
